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Abstract 
For the majority of Polish students school is a source of negative experiences and therefore may increase the risk of adolescent 
problem behaviors. The results of the study conducted in Warsaw middle schools (N=2244, 54% girls) indicated that changes for 
worse (between 7 and 8 grade) in students’ behavior increase the risk of drug use. However, changes for better in students’ 
perception of school value and school achievements are risk factors, too (even when family and peer risk factors are controlled).  
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1. Introduction 
School, together with family and peers, is one of the most important socialization factors. According to primary 
socialization theory (Oettting & Donnemeyer, 1998) explaining adolescents drug use and deviance, school and family are 
usually primary sources of positive, pro-social values, while peer influences lead teenagers toward breaking of social rules. 
Several studies have proved that this assumption holds true for the schools that enhance students’ engagement and are 
perceived by adolescents as having “good climate” (e.g.: Hawkins, Catalano, Miller, 1992; McBride et al., 1995; Coker & 
Borders, 2001; LaRusso, Romer, Selman, 2008). Besides negative school climate (and students’ disengagement, often 
indicated by truancy), well known school related factors enhancing the risk of using psychoactive substances include low 
educational aspirations and low school achievements (e.g.: Newcomb & Felix-Ortiz, 1992; Jessor, Van Den Bos, 
Vanderryn, Costa, Turbin, 1995; Dekovic, 1999; Epstein, Botvin, Griffin, Diaz, 2001).  
In Poland as a rule, schools have been a source of negative experiences for most students (Dabrowska-Bak, 
1987). In general, they declare feeling of alienation from school, lack of support from teachers and peers, teachers’ 
unfairness and indifference (Karolczak-Biernacka, 2000). Among Polish adolescents compared to adolescents from 
other EU countries, lower rates of those who like their school and higher rates of those who not only dislike school, 
but also feel loaded with school work were observed (Woynarowska, 2005).  
The low level of various indicators of students well-being at school suggests the questioning of the thesis that 
schools in general enhance positive behaviors (as it is assumed in primary socialization theory). The key question is 
whether school experiences lead Polish students to pro-social, healthy behaviors or to breaking of social rules?  
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The aim of this study was to assess the influence of changes in school related factors, such as grades, behaviors 
(truancy), perception of school climate and importance of school in general on psychoactive substance use. It was 
hypothesized that change for the worse increases the risk of substance use, while improvement in school related 
factors decreases the likelihood of substance use. It was also expected, that the influence of school related factors on 
adolescent problem behaviors is significant even when family and peer related risk factors are controlled.   
2. Method 
2.1. Respondents selection and sample attrition  
This paper is based on the self-report data taken in the school year 2006/2007 (Wave 1) and 2007/2008 (Wave 2) 
from the representative sample of Warsaw middle school 7th (N=3165) and 8th (N=3141) grade students. Students’ 
average age in wave 1 was 13,5 years.  
A class was the unit of randomization and the final sample of 158 classes was selected from the sample frame of 
600 seventh grade classes from all public and non-public schools. Once classes were selected and consents for the 
study were obtained from schools principals, parents and youths, the students participated in the anonymous survey 
conducted in class by specially trained research assistants. 
The data attrition in both measures was due to schools principals or parents’ refusals to participate in the study 
and students absenteeism during the data collection period. Therefore, the Wave 1 data base included 3103 students, 
and the Wave 2 – 3087 students which constituted in both waves about 82% of the original sample.  
The questionnaires of 157 students  were excluded from data files because of extensive missing data or answers 
indicating the youth did not take a study seriously (jokes, drawings and  inconsistent answers). After matching Wave 
1 and Wave 2 questionnaires (each student had a special ID code to track students in longitudinal study) the 
analyzed data included 2244 adolescents which constituted about 72% response rate from Wave 1 and Wave 2. Girls 
accounted for 54% of the sample. 
2.2. Measures 
Most of the measures used in the study (except the questions concerning school grades, which had to be adequate 
to the Polish school system), were adapted from the American - the Flint Adolescent Study (Zimmerman & 
Schmeelk-Cone, 2003). 
2.2.1. Dependent variables 
Dependent variables were assessed according to the data from Wave 2 and they concerned various substance 
use: cigarettes smoking and alcohol use in the past 30 days and getting drunk and cannabis use in the past 12 
months. Because of high skewness of all dependent variables, the answers were classified as never or at least once 
and logistic regression method was chosen to test hypotheses.  
2.2.2. Independent variables  
Family variables included in the analysis concerned risk factors with well documented influence on adolescents’ 
substance use, such as: family composition, low level of parental education, bad budget situation, hostile climate and 
family alcohol problems (e.g.: Garmezy, 1985; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Zucker et al., 2003). To assess the relative 
meaning of peer related factors two indicators were chosen: association with negative friends (e.g.: Newcomb & 
Felix-Ortiz, 1992; Jessor et al., 1995; Epstein et al., 2001) and support from friends (higher support is associated 
with higher risk for alcohol and drug use, as demonstrated in Ostaszewski, 2009). All family and peer factor 
measures were taken from Wave 1.  
Family variables were recoded to have binary values: family composition (two parents family versus other), 
family budget situation perceived by students (good versus at most mean), mother/father education 
(primary/vocational vs. secondary/university degree) and alcohol problems (measured by a single question: Do 
conflicts related to alcohol use by a member of your family take place in your home?, coded as: no or yes). The 
continuous measure of one family factor – hostile climate - was used. The scale consisted of 5 items (with 4-point 
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answers scale each) concerning the frequency of quarrels, criticism, physical aggression, anger and losing temper in 
the family. It had good reliability (Cronbach’s alpha=0,824) and normal distribution.  
To assess negative peer influences the scale consisting of 17 items, asking: How many of your close friends …. 
e.g. skip classes, have left school, drink alcohol, etc. (answers ranged from any to all of them) was used. The scale 
had good reliability (alpha=0,888) but was highly skewed (2,869) and flat (kurtoza=13,475), so nominal coding was 
used (light, moderate and strong bad influences were distinguished). The continuous measure of friends’ support 
was based on the 4-item’s scale (alpha=0,865, normal distribution) asking whether it is true or false that a 
respondent can count on friends’ emotional support  and help to deal with problems and vice versa.  
School variables were constructed by the combination of Wave 1 and Wave 2 measures to indicate the changes 
between grade 7 and grade 8, in students: grade point average (GPA) and evaluation of school behavior in the last 
semester; truancy (measured by two separate questions concerning skipping classes and skipping whole school days 
in the past four weeks); perception of the importance of school (4-items scale, sample item: School grades are very 
important for me, Wave 1 alpha=0,852 and Wave 2 - 0,873) and perception of school climate (7-items scale, sample 
item: I like my teachers, Wave 1 alpha=0,817 and Wave 2 - 0,819). All indicators of school related factors were 
coded in the same way into 3-cathegoris: increase/improvement, decrease/worsening or no change.  
3. Results
Alcohol use in the past 30 days was reported by 33% of adolescents and  cigarette use by 16%. Nearly one fourth 
of adolescents got drunk (23%), but only 6% used cannabis in the past year.  
As shown in Table 1, the majority of study participants lived in two-parents families, without alcohol related 
problems and described their parents as well educated. More than a half of the sample admitted that the budget 
situation of their families is rather good. Nearly three in four adolescents experienced at least moderate negative 
peer influences. The rates of the students who between 7 and 8 grade became more skeptical about school’s climate 
and importance, as well as the rates of students’ truancy and lower achievements were much higher than the rates of 
those who improved their behaviors, grades and started to perceive school in more positive way.   
 
Table 1. Sample characteristics 
 
Change in school functioning between 7 and 8 grade % Family and peer characteristics % 




Single parent/ stepparent family 18.6 




Not good budget situation  42.3 




Maternal education (primary/vocational) 8.0 




Paternal education (primary/vocational) 9.3 




Alcohol related problems in the family 13.1 









Cross-gender comparisons revealed only some significant differences: cannabis use was more prevalent among 
boys  (7.4%) than girls (4.1%; Ȥ2= 10.520, p=0.001); boys perceived their family situation as better than girls, which 
was indicated by their evaluation of family budget (Ȥ2= 14.536, p=0.000), maternal education (Ȥ2= 4.601, p=0.033) 
and less hostile climate (mean value for boys = 7.98 and for girls = 8.80; t=-6.515, p=0.000); girls assessed the 
relationship with friends as more supportive than boys (mean value for boys = 13.37 and for girls = 16.54; t=-
21.613, p=0.000); boys more often than girls skipped some school classes (18.7% do 14.9%, Ȥ2= 5.675, p=0.019).  
To answer the study question, binominal logistic regression analyses were conducted separately for each of the 
dependent variables (cigarette, alcohol and cannabis use and getting drunk). Predictors were entered with forward 
conditional option in three steps: gender and family factors (step 1), negative peer influences (step 2) and school 
factors (step 3). Table 2 shows the results of the final step of each equation. 
Among family factors, the most important predictor of adolescents’ substance use was the hostile climate (it 
became insignificant only for cannabis use having added school factors). Inclusion of school variables diminished 
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the significance of family composition impact on cigarette use, too (this factor remained significant as a predictor of 
getting drunk and cannabis use).  
In all equations inclusion the of peer influences (step 2) and school related variables (step3) improved predictions 
significantly. The likelihood of using psychoactive substances increased with the number of peers presenting risky 
behaviors. Moreover, the odds of getting drunk increased with the level of friends’ support.   
The probability of psychoactive substance use was higher for those students who in grade 8 compared to grade  7 
skipped more school days (significant effect for alcohol use, smoking cigarettes and getting drunk) and skipped more 
classes (cannabis and alcohol use). Additionally, the odds of drinking alcohol and smoking cigarettes for adolescents who 
received lower grades for their behavior in school were higher than for adolescents whose grades for behavior did not 
change. The relationships between changes in grade point average (GPA) and alcohol use and abuse are more 
complicated. The study results suggest that the improvement of school grades is associated with drunkenness and that any 
changes (for better, as well as, for worse) may increase the risk of drinking alcohol. Similar two-sided effect is visible for 
changes in students perception of the importance of school as a risk factor for using and abusing alcohol. 
 
Table 2. Logistic regression of psychoactive substance use (Wave 2) on gender, family factors (Wave 1), negative peer influences (Wave 1) and 
changes in school functioning (between Wave 1 and 2). 
 
Independent variables (reference category) Wald  Exp (ß) Independent variables (reference category) Wald  Exp (ß) 
Cigarette use, R2 (Negelekerke) =0,188 Cannabis use, R2 (Negelekerke) =0,146 
Family composition (two parent)   2,823 1,487 Gender (girls)   3,364 1,872 
Hostile family climate   5,692* 1,077 Family composition (two parent)   3,914* 2,052 
Negative peer influences (light) 35,752***   Hostile family climate   2,633 1,087 
moderate   8,528** 2,682 Negative peer influences (light) 12,806**   
strong 29,665*** 6,232 moderate     ,075 1,165 
Evaluation of school behavior (no change)   6,128*   strong   6,635* 3,779 
worsening   5,975* 1,697 Skipping classes (no change) 13,259**   
improvement   1,942 1,526 increase 12,556*** 3,310 
Skipping school days (no change) 14,975**   decrease     ,002 ,962 
increase 14,975*** 2,449    
decrease     ,336 1,280    
Alcohol use, R2 (Negelekerke) =0,224 Getting drunk, R2 (Negelekerke) =0,266 
Hostile family climate   4,579* 1,061 Family composition (two parent)   7,475** 1,836 
Negative peer influences (light) 30,240***   Hostile family climate   7,030** 1,083 
moderate 14,254*** 2,290 Negative peer influences (light) 41,439***   
strong 30,203*** 3,618 moderate 11,730** 2,715 
Importance of school (no change)   8,181*   strong 37,564*** 6,067 
worsening   6,376* 1,711 Friends’ support   5,825* 1,070 
improvement   6,939* 1,849 Importance of school (no change)   9,699**   
GPA (no change)   7,930*   worsening   5,330* 1,800 
worsening   3,980* 1,403 improvement   9,613** 2,327 
improvement   5,447* 2,661 GPA (no change) 11,420**   
Evaluation of school behavior (no change)   6,051*   worsening   1,221 1,233 
worsening   4,690* 1,470 improvement 11,322** 4,393 
improvement   3,392 1,591 Skipping school days (no change) 25,464***   
Skipping classes (no change)   6,265*   increase 24,684*** 3,099 
increase   6,205* 1,670 decrease   2,046 1,796 
decrease     ,280 1,223 
Skipping school days (no change) 19,987***   
increase 19,836*** 2,985 
decrease     ,440 1,329 
* p<0,05; ** p<0,010; ***p<0,001 
4. Conclusions  
This study results showed that moving from the 7th to the 8th grade is related to negative rather than positive changes, in 
terms of adolescent behaviors, achievements and attitudes toward school. As expected, the increase in truancy rates is 
associated with heavier alcohol, cigarette and cannabis use. Lower evaluation of school behavior in grade 8 than in grade 
7, is a risk factor for alcohol and cigarette use. More surprising are the results suggesting that any change in the perception 
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of the importance of school, for better, as well as for worse, increases the risk of using and abusing alcohol. Moreover, the 
lowest rates of alcohol use are observed for students who during one school year did not change their average school 
grades and the risk of getting drunk is the highest for those whose GPA became higher in grade 8 than in grade 7.  
These results may be interpreted from the developmental perspective, as one of adolescents’ steps toward 
adulthood. Adolescence is a period of testing new (often socially accepted for adults only) behaviors and attitudes, 
including functioning in school and psychoactive substance use. Perhaps 13-14 year olds who do not change their 
perception of school and whose school achievements are still at the same level are not yet in the period of 
experimenting in other life areas? And this is maybe the reason why they drink less alcohol?  
The other hypothetical explanation links better GPA with high social attractiveness (which in this study was 
indicated by friends’ support) which, on the other hand, is usually associated with alcohol use in peers’ company 
(e.g.: Jarvinen & Gundelach, 2007; Bogren, 2006).  
Even in spite of study limits (high data attrition between Wave 1 and Wave 2, measures based on self-reported and 
therefore not fully reliable information) this study provides interesting results suggesting a closer look at  the 
changes in students’ functioning in middle school. In fact the studies exploring the relationship between school 
achievements and heavy alcohol use are needed.  
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